In the third article of this series, we will consider the role of our referees in the selection of articles for publication in the British Journal of Cancer. We will discuss how referees are selected, how they perform and how we use their reports. We will take as a starting point that anonymous peer-review is the most satisfactory method of selection -it is certainly the method adopted by almost all leading medical and scientific journals. Although other methods have from time-to-time been suggested, their disadvantages have always seemed to outweigh those of the established process.
Clearly, a journal such as the British Journal of Cancer could not operate without an immense amount of hard work and goodwill from a large number of anonymous, unpaid referees. One could perhaps ask the question why scientists are willing to take on the task. This is a pertinent question, both for relatively junior referees who are likely to want to spend every minute possible at the bench or in the clinic and for more senior people who are likely already to be burdened with administrative duties of various kinds. Probably the best answer is that being a referee gets one 'into the thick of things'. It allows a scientist to see new developments in a field 'as they.happen', it allows him or her the opportunity to advise others as to how their work may be improved and it helps to prevent the publication of erroneous or misleading results. It could perhaps be argued that a scientist has a responsiblility to referee as many papers as the number of referees who will have reviewed his own work. This is probably too rigid a view, however, as different people contribute to the field in general in different ways. Certainly a reluctant referee is unlikely to be the best. It has been said that 'if one wants a job doing quickly and well, ask a busy person'. In line with this view, some of our quickest and best referees are people with enormous work loads. Since the Editorial Office of the British Journal of Cancer moved to Cambridge 2 years ago, Peter Twentyman has used a total of 850 referees, of whom 44 have reviewed between 10 and 19 papers, 13 have reviewed more than 20 and one has reviewed a grand total of 40. These figures dc. ilOt include re-appraisals which we will discuss later. To all of them, our sincere gratitude.
The number of referees used for a particular paper will depend on a number of factors, but it will be either two or three. The advantages of using three referees are that it gives a degree of latitude such that, if one referee fails to respond, the Editor still has two reports and it also, usually, makes a third report available when the first two to arrive contain conflicting opinions. In either of these circumstances, to seek the opinion of an additional referee once a problem has arisen is bound to lead to delay in the decision process. The disadvantages are that the average referee will be asked to review 50% more papners and the amount of paperwork with which the Editorial office has to deal is increased by 50%. The arguments for using a third referee are likely to prevail when referees are geographically distant (and harder to chase for their reports), when they are being used for the first time, especially if they have been selected from reference lists rather than by personal contact (see below) and when the paper in question is quite outside the realm important when using this route, to select only from references which have appeared during the previous 2 or 3 years and which relate directly to the question being addressed in the submitted paper. If an author is presenting data which conflict with previously published results, then the authors of earlier papers may be important potential referees although, of course, the Editor will wish to view the reports of such referees with particular circumspection. Problems can arise, when selecting referees from reference lists, if the author 'to whom reprint request should be addressed' is not the first author of a paper. This may indicate that the first author was a visitor or student who is likely to have moved on! The probability of receiving a report from a referee selected in this way is much lower than from a personal contact and the use of more than one such referee for a particular paper is generally avoided. Another valuable source of referees for 'difficult' papers are the abstract books of recent BACR/ACP or ASCO/AACR meetings. The latter are particularly useful because of the sheer volume and the presence of a subject-index. Perhaps the most difficult papers for which to find referees are those reporting results in rather obscure fields where all the quoted references are either from the present authors or are more than 5 years old. Particularly useful in this instance are a small number of 'generic referees' who are very experienced scientists able to take a broader view of the issues raised.
In theory it should be possible to assign key words to the list of referees held on our computer system. When the key words for a newly received paper are entered, the computer would then suggest referees and give details as to how many other papers they have been sent over the previous year.
Computer programmes to do this are under development but the implementation of such a system presently remains an attractive option for the future. One may ask the question 'In which circumstances would it be unethical for a referee to review a given paper?'. The simple answer is that no-one should referee a paper when he feels that his opinions are likely to be influenced by factors other than the merits of the paper before him. Clearly an author cannot review his own paper. It is also likely to be difficult for a referee to review a paper coming from the same have the option of telephoning him to find out and will therefore have to guess. When a revised manuscript is reappraised by the referee and it turns out that the author has guessed wrongly, there is likely to be disatisfaction on both sides.
A referee who finds a paper to be full of grammatical and spelling mistakes is in a difficult position. This is, of course, more likely to be the case for papers submitted from countries where English is not the native language. Having said that, however, it is also true that the occasional paper from a major centre in the UK is submitted in quite unacceptable form, clearly not having been properly checked by the authors. If the referee finds the paper unintelligible, he should simply return it to the Editor and say so. If the problem is less severe, he may let the Editor know that 'the paper is badly written and will require considerable subediting' or he may attempt to list specific corrections. This can be done either in 'comments to the authors' or actually on the copy of the manuscript (preferably in pencil). The extent to which referees feel able to involve themselves to this degree will depend upon their time available. The efforts made by some referees are, however, notably beyond any reasonable expectations.
Most referees will be conscious of the fact that papers sent for review are 'privileged communications'. Their contents should not therefore be passed on in any way to third parties. The only exception to this would be a situation where a referee is asking a colleague to assist in the reviewin this case the confidentiality condition will similarly bind the colleague. The referee should not relate the contents of the paper to his other colleagues or his students. This can be a very severe restraint indeed. Even more clearly, the contents of the reviewed paper cannot be referred to by the referee in his own papers and the referee should not use his privilege of seeing the authors' data in any way which will be either deleterious to the author or directly advantageous to himself.
Most papers which have undergone major revisions will be seen again by one or more of the referees. When papers are sent out for re-appraisal, no forms are sent with the request, but, in addition to the revised manuscript, the referee will usually receive copies of ALL the referees' reports on the original paper plus a copy of the authors' response letter. In this way, a referee is able, when judging the revised version, to assess the extent to which the other referees agreed with his original evaluation and the extent to which the author has successfully dealt with the various points raised. Many referees have commented that they find this particularly helpful.
In making a re-appraisal, the referee will hopefully not be too 'nit-picking'. Authors may often make changes in response to some points raised by referees but decline to make changes in response to others. The referee will have to decide which are the important 'sticking points' and which are less important 'matters of emphasis'. Only in rare cases is it legitimate for a referee to raise new issues in his re-appraisal unless of course these have resulted from the revisions made. In the end, following re-appraisal and occasionally after further consultation, the Editor will make a decision. In some cases this will mean that one of the referees will be overruled. This in no way means that the views of such a referee have been ignored, only that, on balance, they have not prevailed in this particular instance. Under these circumstance, the Editor may well write to the referee explaining what has happened.
We hope that in this article we have provided information which will help authors to understand what happens to their papers, why it takes so long, and how decisions are reached. We hope that new referees will find it useful to have at least a glimpse of the overall picture. If everyone filled in the forms in the same way or wrote their comments in the same style, the life of an Editor would be much less interesting. We are grateful to all our referees for their efforts. We know that authors often find the referees' criticisms helpful and contributory towards a better final product. It can, of course, be frustrating for an author to receive adverse comments from a referee, but where would we be without them?
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